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PROTECTING CHILDREN B STRENGTHENING FAMILIES

The child welfare system is a group of services
designed to promote the well-being of children

by ensuring safety, achieving permanency, and
strengthening families to successfully care for their
children. Most families first become involved with
the child welfare system due to a report of sus-
pected child abuse or neglect (sometimes called
“child maltreatment”). Child maltreatment is
defined by Federal law as serious harm (neglect,

What's Inside:

How Does the Child
Welfare System Work?

April 2006

Esta hoja informativa es
disponible en espariol
www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/
factsheets/spcpswork.cfm

What happens when possible abuse or
neglect is reported?

What happens after a report is screened in?

What happens in substantiated cases?

What happens to people who abuse
children?

What happens to children who enter foster

care?

Resources

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
Administration for Children and Families
Administration on Children, Youth and Families
Children’s Bureau

of HEALTy
< 4,

ERVI
P‘ﬁ S Ceg ~

2,
2
{m

)

C

Child Welfare Information Gateway
Children’s Bureau/ACYF

1250 Maryland Avenue, SW

Eighth Floor

Washington, DC 20024
703.385.7565 or 800.394.3366
Email: info@childwelfare.gov
www.childwelfare.gov



How Does the Child Welfare System Work?

www.childwelfare.gov

physical abuse, sexual abuse, and emo-
tional abuse or neglect) caused to children
by parents or primary caregivers, such as
extended family members or babysitters.!
Child maltreatment also can include harm
that a caregiver allows to happen or does
not prevent from happening to a child. In
general, child welfare agencies do not inter-
vene in cases of harm to children caused by
acquaintances or strangers. These cases are
the responsibility of law enforcement.?

The child welfare system is not a single
entity. Many organizations in each com-
munity work together to strengthen fami-
lies and keep children safe. Public agencies,
such as departments of social services or
child and family services, often contract and
collaborate with private child welfare agen-
cies and community-based organizations to
provide services to families, such as in-home
family preservation services, foster care,
residential treatment, mental health care,
substance abuse treatment, parenting skills
classes, employment assistance, and finan-
cial or housing assistance.

Child welfare systems are complex, and
their specific procedures vary widely by
State. The purpose of this factsheet is to give
a brief overview of the purposes and func-

' Keeping Children and Families Safe Act of 2003, Title |
Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (P.L. 108-36). Each
State has its own laws that define abuse and neglect for
purposes of stating the reporting obligations of individuals

and describing required State/local child protective services
agency interventions. For State-by-State information about
civil laws related to child abuse and neglect, visit the Child
Welfare Information Gateway website at www.childwelfare.gov/
systemwide/laws_policies/index.cfm.

2 While some States authorize child protective services
agencies to respond to all reports of alleged child maltreatment,
other States authorize law enforcement to respond to certain
types of maltreatment, such as sexual or physical abuse.

tions of child welfare from a national per-
spective. Child welfare systems typically:

¢ Receive and investigate reports of possible
child abuse and neglect

e Provide services to families who need
assistance in the protection and care of
their children

e Arrange for children to live with foster
families when they are not safe at home

¢ Arrange permanent adoptive homes or
independent living services for children
leaving foster care

What happens when
possible abuse or
neglect is reported?

Any concerned person can report suspi-
cions of child abuse or neglect. Most reports
are made by people who are required by
State law to report suspicions of child
abuse and neglect—mandatory report-

ers. In approximately 18 States and Puerto
Rico, any person who suspects child abuse
or neglect is required to report. Reports of
possible child abuse and neglect are gener-
ally received by child protective services
(CPS) workers and either “screened in” or
“screened out.”? A report is screened in if
there is sufficient information to suggest
an investigation is warranted. A report
may be screened out if there is not enough

3 See Mandatory Reporters of Child Abuse and Neglect (www.
childwelfare.gov/systemwide/laws_policies/statutes/manda.
cfm) and Procedures for Handling Reports of Child Abuse and
Neglect (www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/laws_policies/
statutes/repproc.cfm), available from Child Welfare Information
Gateway.

This material may be freely reproduced and distributed. However, when doing so, please credit Child Welfare 2
Information Gateway. Available online at www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/factsheets/cpswork.cfm.



How Does the Child Welfare System Work?

www.childwelfare.gov

information on which to follow up or if
the situation reported does not meet the
State’s legal definition of abuse or neglect.*
In these instances, the worker may refer
the person reporting the incident to other
community services or law enforcement for
additional help.

In 2004, an estimated total of 3 million
referrals involving 5.5 million chil-

dren were made to CPS agencies.
Approximately 63 percent were screened
in, and 37 percent were screened out
(U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services [HHS], 2006).

What happens after a
report is screened in?

CPS workers, often called investigators,
respond within a particular time period,
which may be anywhere from a few hours to
a few days, depending on the type of mal-
treatment alleged, the potential severity of
the situation, and requirements under State
law. They may speak with the parents and
other people in contact with the child, such
as doctors, teachers, or childcare providers.
They also may speak with the child, alone
or in the presence of caregivers, depend-
ing on the child’s age and level of risk.
Children who are believed to be in immedi-
ate danger may be moved to a shelter, foster
care placement, or a relative’s home during

4 See Definitions of Child Abuse and Neglect (www.
childwelfare.gov/systemwide/laws_policies/statutes/define.cfm),
available from Child Welfare Information Gateway.

the investigation and while court proceed-
ings are pending. An investigator’s primary
purpose is to determine if abuse or neglect
has occurred and if there is a risk of it occur-
ring again.

Some jurisdictions now employ an alterna-
tive response system. In these jurisdictions,
when risk to the children involved is con-
sidered to be low, the CPS caseworker may
focus on assessing family difficulties and
offering needed services, rather than gather-
ing evidence to confirm the occurrence of
abuse or neglect.

At the end of an investigation, CPS

workers typically make one of two find-
ings—“unsubstantiated” (“unfounded”) or
“substantiated” (“founded”). These terms
vary from State to State. Typically, a finding
of “unsubstantiated” means there is insuf-
ficient evidence for the worker to conclude
that a child was abused or neglected, or
what happened does not meet the legal defi-
nition of child abuse or neglect. A finding
of “substantiated” typically means an inci-
dent of child abuse or neglect, as defined

by State law, is believed to have occurred.
Some States have additional categories, such
as “unable to determine,” that suggest there
was not enough evidence to either confirm
or refute that abuse or neglect occurred.

The agency will initiate a court action if it
determines that the authority of the juve-
nile court (through a child protection or
dependency proceeding) is necessary to
keep the child safe. To protect the child, the
court can issue temporary orders placing the
child in shelter care during the investiga-
tion, ordering services, or ordering certain
individuals to have no contact with the
child. At an adjudicatory hearing, the court
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hears evidence and decides whether mal-
treatment occurred and whether the child
should be under the continuing jurisdiction
of the court. The court then enters a disposi-
tion, either at that hearing or at a separate
hearing, which may result in the court
ordering a parent to comply with services
necessary to ameliorate the abuse or neglect.
Orders can also contain provisions regarding
visitation between the parent and the child,
agency obligations to provide the parent
with services, and services needed by the
child.

In 2004, approximately 872,000
children were found to be victims of
child abuse or neglect (HHS, 2006).

What happens in
substantiated cases?

If a child has been abused or neglected, the
course of action depends on State policy, the
severity of the maltreatment, the risk of con-
tinued or future maltreatment, the services
available to address the family’s needs, and
whether the child was removed from the
home and a court action to protect the child
was initiated. The following general options
are available:

* No or low risk—The family’s case may be
closed with no services if the maltreat-
ment was a one-time incident, there is
no or low risk of future incidents, or the
services the family needs will not be pro-

vided through the child welfare agency
but through other systems.

Low to moderate risk—Referrals may be
made to community-based or voluntary
in-home CPS services if the CPS worker
believes the family would benefit from
these services and the risk to the child
would be lessened. This may happen even
when no abuse or neglect is found, if the
family needs and is willing to participate
in services.

Moderate to high risk—The family may
again be offered voluntary in-home CPS
services to help ameliorate the risks. If
these are refused, the agency may seek
intervention by the juvenile dependency
court. Once there is a judicial determi-
nation that abuse or neglect occurred,
juvenile dependency court may require
the family to cooperate with in-home CPS
services if it is believed that the child can
remain safely at home while the family
addresses the issues contributing to the
risk of future maltreatment. If the child
has been seriously harmed or is consid-
ered to be at high risk of serious harm,
the court may order the child’s removal
from the home or affirm the agency’s
prior removal of the child. The child may
be placed with a relative or in foster care.

In 2004, an estimated 268,000 children
were removed from their homes as a
result of a child abuse investigation or
assessment (HHS, 2006).
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What happens to people
who abuse children?

People who are found to have abused or
neglected a child are generally offered vol-
untary help or required by a juvenile depen-
dency court to participate in services that
will help keep their children safe. In more
severe cases or fatalities, police are called
upon to investigate and may file charges in
criminal court against the perpetrators of
child maltreatment. In many States certain
types of abuse, such as sexual abuse and
serious physical abuse, are routinely referred
to law enforcement.

Whether or not criminal charges are filed,
the perpetrator’s name may be placed on a
State child maltreatment registry if abuse or
neglect is confirmed. A registry is a central
database that collects information about
maltreated children and individuals who
were found to have abused or neglected
those children.® These registries are usually
confidential and used for internal child pro-
tective purposes only. However, they may
be used in background checks for certain
professions, such as those working with
children, so children will be protected from
contact with individuals who may mistreat
them.

5 For more information about these databases, see
Establishment and Maintenance of Central Registries for Child
Abuse Reports (www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/laws_policies/
statutes/centreg.cfm), available from Child Welfare Information
Gateway.

What happens to children
who enter foster care?

Most children in foster care are placed with
relatives or foster families, but some may
be placed in group homes. While a child
is in foster care, he or she attends school
and should receive medical care and other
services as needed. The child’s family also
receives services to support their efforts to
reduce the risk of future maltreatment and
to help them, in most cases, be reunited
with their child. Parents may visit their
children on a predetermined basis. Visits
also are arranged between siblings, if they
cannot be placed together.

Every child in foster care should have a
permanency plan that describes where the
child will live after he or she leaves foster
care. Families typically participate in devel-
oping a permanency plan for the child and
a service plan for the family. These plans
guide the agency’s work. Except in unusual
and extreme circumstances, every child’s
plan is first focused on reunification with
parents. If the efforts toward reunification
are not successful, the plan may be changed
to another permanent arrangement, such as
adoption or transfer of custody to a relative.®
Occasionally the plan involves a permanent
placement with a foster family, usually for
older children who have become strongly

¢ Under the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA), while
reasonable efforts to preserve and reunify families are still
required, State agencies are required to seek termination of the
parent-child relationship when a child has been in foster care
for 15 of the most recent 22 months. This requirement does not
apply (at the State’s option) if a child is cared for by a relative, if
the termination is not in the best interest of the child, or if the
State has not provided adequate services for the family.
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attached to the family or for whom a suit-
able adoptive home cannot be found. In
addition to a permanency plan, older chil-
dren should receive transitional or indepen-
dent living services to assist them in being
self-sufficient when they leave foster care
between the ages of 18 and 21.

Federal law requires the court to hold a
permanency hearing, which determines the
permanent plan for the child, within 12
months after the child enters foster care and
every 12 months thereafter. Many courts
review each case more frequently to ensure
that the agency is actively engaged in per-
manency planning for the child.

Summary

The goal of child welfare is to promote
the safety, permanency, and well-being of
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Resources

Child Abuse and Neglect

www.childwelfare.gov/can

Resources and information from the Child Welfare Information Gateway website about child
maltreatment, including definitions, signs and symptoms, statistics, types, risk and protective
factors, impact, and child fatalities.

Assessing Child Abuse and Neglect

www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/assessment

Resources and information from the Child Welfare Information Gateway website about assess-
ment to aid decision-making on child safety, permanency, and well-being for children and
families.
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The Child Welfare System

Suspected Child

Abuse Or Neglect

PROFESSIONAL OR COMMUNITY
MEMBER REPORTS SUSPECTED ABUSE
TO CPS: WORKER SCREENS REPORT

O

REPORT IS “SCREENED IN":
CPS INVESTIGATES

REPORT IS “SCREENED OUT":
MAY BE REFERRED ELSEWHERE

EVIDENCE OF ABUSE OR NEGLECT:

“SUBSTANTIATED"” OR "FOUNDED"

Y

INSUFFICIENT EVIDENCE OF ABUSE
OR NEGLECT: “UNSUBSTANTIATED”
OR "UNFOUNDED"

CHILD HAS BEEN
SERIOUSLY HARMED
OR SERIOUS
RISK OF FUTURE

LOW OR NO
RISK OF FUTURE
ABUSE FOUND

l

E—

ABUSE FOUND

Y

COURT PETITION
MAY BE FILED

Y

CHILD STAYS WITH FAMILY:

SERVICES PROVIDED TO
CHILD AND FAMILY

Y

CHILD IS REMOVED FROM THE HOME (FOSTER CARE)
AND SERVICES PROVIDED TO CHILD AND FAMILY

l l

Reunification Custody to
with Family a Relative

l

Termination of
Parental Rights

and Adoption or
Permanent Legal
Guardianship

Case Closed

— Referred For Voluntary Services

Risk Minimized,
Case Closed

Emancipation (Child

Turns 18 or 21 While
in Foster Care)
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